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who are unfamiliar with this organization,
VWIN was established in 1995 and has dedi-
cated itself to reaching out to veterans’ wid-
ows to inform them of benefits for which they
might qualify, to provide them with a point of
contact for processing their claims, and to
keep them abreast of changes. The Network
has done an admirable job in this respect, but
if you are like me you are probably wondering
why the Department isn’t providing these serv-
ices. There are a whole host of challenges
that the Department could argue that preclude
them from improving adequate access to, and
the timely processing of, such information, in-
cluding the assertion that they are already
doing a good enough job in this respect. But
that just isn’t good enough and that is why
Congress should make it a priority to pass
H.R. 801, as well as both H.R. 336 and H.R.
511 in their entirety.

The heart of both H.R. 336, The Surviving
Spouses and Dependents Outreach Enhance-
ment and Veterans Casework Improvement
Act, and H.R. 511, The Veterans Right to
Know Act, is a belief grounded in the idea that
one of our most basic responsibilities is to pro-
vide veterans and their family members with
information about benefits to which they might
be entitled. Indeed, the success of any initia-
tive embarked upon sound levels of aware-
ness and prudent oversight measures.

| want to sincerely thank Representative
PASCRELL for being responsive to my concerns
regarding the informational needs of surviving
spouses and dependents when drafting the
Veterans Right to Know Act. Their specific in-
formational needs were initially addressed by
language which would require the Department
to provide information to dependents con-
cerning benefits and health care services
whenever a dependent first applies for any
benefit under laws administered by the Sec-
retary. This trigger mechanism is definitely a
step in the right direction and | am pleased
that it has been included in Section 205 of
H.R. 801.

But what about the informational needs of
all the surviving spouses and dependents of
deceased veterans who would not retro-
actively be affected by this effort? My bill, H.R.
336, addresses this dilemma in a very straight
forward and reasonable way. Specifically, it
would (1) establish as a national goal to fully
inform surviving spouses and dependents re-
garding their eligibility for benefits and health
care services under laws administered by the
Secretary of Veterans Affairs, (2) institute a
legislative mandate that surviving spouses and
dependents be included in the subset of popu-
lations targeted by the Department for out-
reach efforts, (3) require a full range of out-
reach efforts for surviving spouses and require
dedicated staff at regional offices to assist with
their needs, and (4) require periodic evaluation
of the Department’'s efforts to address the
needs of eligible dependents. Given the con-
cerns that spurred me to author H.R. 336, |
am most appreciative that aspects of my legis-
lation involving the expanded and clarified
term of eligible dependent and the specific
means by which the Department can meet
their informational needs are identified in Sec-
tion 204 of H.R. 801.

| would, however, have preferred to also
see included the cooperative effort text of H.R.
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336 which speaks to the importance of en-
couraging all elements within the Department
to work with private and public sector enti-
ties—most notably veterans service organiza-
tions and veterans widows organizations—to
inform surviving spouses and dependents of
deceased veterans regarding their eligibility. |
would also have liked to see language speak-
ing to the need to have staff at the local level
available to assist these individuals with filing
a claim, reconstructing incomplete records,
and bridging language barriers included.
These represent follow-up efforts designed to
ensure that individuals fully understand and
properly utilize the information they receive.

In closing, | believe there are shortcomings
in current outreach efforts conducted by the
Department, and thus | support the related im-
proving language contained in H.R. 801. | am
pleased that members of the Committee have
paid attention to the need to bolster the De-
partment’s outreach efforts and hope that H.R.
801 will be expeditiously signed into law.

Mr. BUYER. Mr. Speaker, | would like to
thank you and Ranking Member EVANS for
agreeing to “Fast-Track” H.R. 801, the Vet-
erans Opportunities Act.

| am especially pleased because | represent
a district that is rural, with a large agricultural
base.

As such, | fully support the Veterans Oppor-
tunities Act, because it finally addresses the
issue of “means testing” veterans’ agricultural
possessions.

In my district, many farmers are land rich,
but lack liquid assets to readily pay for health
care services at the Department of Veterans
Affairs.

H.R. 801 will greatly assist in remedying this
problem, and allow them the opportunity to ac-
cess the VA Health Care system without being
penalized.

In addition, | am pleased that this bill finally
addresses the issue of allowing veterans to
use their Gl Bill education benefits for certain
private technology entities.

This expansion of benefits will allow vet-
erans to receive benefits for various certifi-
cation type courses that have previously not
been recognized.

As a result, veterans can now pursue non-
traditional educational programs that usually
require intense study and certification.

This will ultimately level the playing field for
veterans by allowing them to compete in the
high-tech environment.

Lastly, this bill will increase the burial bene-
fits for both service-connected and non-serv-
ice-connected veterans.

This is truly important!

World War Il veterans are dying at a rate of
a thousand a day.

Many of these World War Il veterans are liv-
ing on fixed incomes, and the high costs of
burying these veterans places a financial bur-
den on their surviving spouses and families.

Mr. Speaker, this bill and its provisions are
long overdue.

Again, | thank the Chairman and the Rank-
ing Member for giving this bill such quick con-
sideration early in the 107th Congress.

Ms. JACKSON-LEE of Texas. Mr. Speaker,
| rise in strong support of H.R. 801, The Vet-
erans Opportunity Act. The bill provides for es-
sential benefits related to retirement privileges
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that our veterans desperately need. | am
pleased that the legislation has swiftly come
before the House for consideration.

H.R. 801 expands and increases payout
amounts for several Veterans Affairs Depart-
ment (VA) death and retirement benefits and
extends coverage under the Service Members’
Group Life Insurance program to dependent
spouses and children.

The bill reflects a strong consensus in
America that our veterans simply need to be
taken care of. The legislation increases from
$2,000 to $3,400 the maximum allowable an-
nual ROTC award for benefits under the Mont-
gomery Gl bill; expands the VA’s work-study
program for veterans who are students; in-
cludes certain private technology entities as
education institutions; allows a disabled
spouse or surviving spouse of a severely dis-
abled service-connected veteran to receive
special restorative training; permits a veteran
to use VA educational assistance benefits for
a certificate program offered by an institution
of higher learning by way of independent
study; and provides for other needed neces-
sities.

The measure contains other much-needed
reforms. For instance, the bill expands the
Service Members’ Group Life Insurance
(SGLI) program to include spouses and chil-
dren. Upon termination of the SGLI, the policy
could be converted to a private life insurance
policy. Finally, the bill makes such changes
retroactive to October 1, 2000, for service
members killed in the line of duty.

Mr. Speaker, | urge my colleagues to sup-
port this important measure for our veterans.

The SPEAKER pro tempore (Mr.
BASs). The question is on the motion
offered by the gentleman from New
Jersey (Mr. SMITH) that the House sus-
pend the rules and pass the bill, H.R.
801, as amended.

The question was taken.

The SPEAKER pro tempore. In the
opinion of the Chair, two-thirds of
those present have voted in the affirm-
ative.

Mr. SMITH of New Jersey. Mr.
Speaker, on that I demand the yeas
and nays.

The yeas and nays were ordered.

The SPEAKER pro tempore. Pursu-
ant to clause 8 of rule XX and the
Chair’s prior announcement, further
proceedings on this motion will be
postponed.

———

GENERAL LEAVE

Mr. SMITH of New Jersey. Mr.
Speaker, I ask unanimous consent that
all Members may have 5 legislative
days within which to revise and extend
their remarks and include extraneous
material on H.R. 801, as amended.

The SPEAKER pro tempore. Is there
objection to the request of the gen-
tleman from New Jersey?

There was no objection.

———
VETERANS HOSPITAL EMERGENCY
REPAIR ACT

Mr. SMITH of New Jersey. Mr.
Speaker, I move to suspend the rules
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